In no uncertain terms: the importance of a defined objective in scoping reviews
In the JBI guidance for authors embarking on scoping reviews, we highlight the importance of clearly identifying the objective/s and specific review question/s of a scoping review. As scoping reviews tend to be, by their very nature, broader in scope than a systematic review, for example, the effectiveness of an intervention in terms of a specified set of outcomes, this will be reflected in the objective/s and question/s posed by the scoping review. It is here is where authors can run into some difficulty.
Put simply, scoping reviews seek to "map the evidence", but just as a systematic review may synthesize evidence to answer a specific question in terms of the effectiveness of a particular intervention with particular outcomes, a scoping review should also be designed to map the evidence it identifies in terms of something. What this specific "'something" is (there may also be multiple things to map evidence against), is up to the authors and should be clearly identifiable in the objective/s and question/s detailed in the Inclusion Criteria and justified in the Background of the protocol. To improve the utility of scoping reviews and provide a clear explanation to readers, it is critical that authors identify and detail the scoping review's objective/s as well as how their question/s align with and are expected to meet these objective/s. As with systematic reviews, linked to this is the importance of ensuring that the Inclusion Criteria are congruent with both the objective/s and question/s -will they allow the authors to correctly identify the evidence they need the scoping review is that this process can be somewhat more flexible and iterative in comparison to a traditional systematic review; as authors examine the studies that they have identified, they may notice other important data or factors that could be useful to extract and map. For example, in a recent scoping review on the extent and range of qualitative evidence regarding people's views and experiences of delivering and participating in microfinance programs in order to identify potential topics for a future systematic review, the protocol stated that data would be sought, extracted and mapped in terms of factors such as country, region and type of microfinance program. 12 As the project unfolded, it became clear that data from the perspective of microfinance providers was largely absent, while there was rich and detailed data around aspects of how women experience participation in terms of gender empowerment. These new forms of data could then be extracted, tabulated and mapped in order to provide a strong evidence base for a systematic review on the qualitative experiences of women who participate in microfinance interventions.
This editorial has highlighted a number of important considerations for prospective authors of scoping reviews to keep in mind as they are planning, writing and conducting their reviews. Scoping reviews may be broader and less specific in terms of the questions they ask and the evidence they seek in comparison to systematic reviews. However, they must be focused and precise, especially in terms of their objectives and questions. It is also critical that they clearly describe what data they intend to extract and how this data is to be mapped. Because scoping reviews can be more iterative, authors can adjust and refine the kinds of data they extract in order to meet their objective/s and question/s as well as how it is to be mapped and presented even after the protocol has been published -but as with a systematic review, any changes must be clearly explained. It is hoped that this additional clarification can aid authors in planning and conducting scoping reviews in order to advance the cause of evidence-based healthcare and better understand the evidence across numerous fields in both healthcare and beyond.
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